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As the long-heated topic in linguistic studies, modality continues to intrigue and 
inspire linguists, even logicians and philosophers. Since the pioneering work in 
philosophical logic by von Wright in the 1950s, the kinds and degrees of modality 
relevant to modality have been scrutinized and interpreted in countless languages. In 
this dissertation, the language under discussion and analysis is English, whose 
complicated system of modality always causes troubles for Chinese EFL learners.  
In this dissertation, the popular and far-reaching studies are introduced to have a 
panorama view of the recent theoretical research under the critical eyes. First of all, 
the discussion of the definition of modality in English attracts us to think over the 
problem seriously. So far, there have been numerous versions of definition for the 
single term and it is hard for us to decide which is better. But everyone agrees that one 
cannot get his/her intention/meaning across without the help of modality; the message 
cannot be clearly conveyed and the reaction to an utterance cannot be gauged without 
the appearance of modality. 
After making clear what is modality, the concrete realization forms of modality 
in English are summed up to determine the research subject in this dissertation. Then, 
the basic terms (alethic, epistemic, deontic, dynamic modality), popular classifications, 
and representative views on semantic meanings of modality (the Ambiguity View, the 
Monosemy View, the Polysemy View, the Fuzzy-set View) are introduced before the 
intensive analysis by the three most significant models (Force Dynamic Model, 
Metaphorical Extension, Dynamic Evolutional Model) from cognitive perspective. 
What’s more, a significance of this dissertation is that it makes analysis on other 
modal expressions besides modals, which have been much neglected in previous 
studies.  
All in all, the purpose of the research is to have a better understanding of 














and written English. Thus, in the last part of the dissertation, the current situation of 
acquisition and performance of college level Chinese EFL learners are observed, and 
some pedagogical implications are provided, expecting to give some hints to teachers 
to facilitate students’ learning. However, a first-hand empirical research should be 
much more desirable to make the result of this dissertation more convincing.  
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Chapter One  Introduction 
1.1  The Rationale and Purpose of the Study 
Modality is one of the areas of study which continue to intrigue and inspire 
logicians, philosophers and linguists. So what kinds of property make modality so 
attractive? First of all, it seems to be necessary to cut across the boundaries of 
modality from all dimensions of morphology, syntax, semantics and pragmatics, from 
mental cognition to realized communication. No one doubts that the studies of 
modality meet challenges at all levels of linguistic description. Moreover, modality is 
not directly coded in linguistic expressions but arises through interpretation in the 
context of utterance by complicated context-bound mechanisms. And the elusive 
nature of the concept of modality itself motivates linguists to provide a primarily 
conceptual clarification. As Nuyts (2003: 5) succinctly points out, modality is one of 
the “golden oldies” among the basic notions in analysis of language. It also remains 
one of the most problematic and controversial notions, because there is no consensus 
on how to define and characterize it. Linguists of different schools reach agreement in 
general principles but divert on some aspects. The unsolved ambiguity and dispute 
constitute difficulty and complexity in the understanding of modality.  
In retrospect, logicians, philosophers, and linguists have made their contributions 
on this hot tricky topic, especially scholars from different schools of linguistics 
tremendously enlarge the research scope and depth of modality. Thus, a great many 
theories concerned with the study of modality emerge, serving to probe into certain 
area of this troublesome subject. However, the research and study of modality has a 
diachronic blossom as well as synchronic evolution. The contention between each 
other does kindle the sparks of thoughts for linguists, and leads them to propose the 
more feasible, rational and convincing theories on study. So far, consensus for all 
problems is not yet reached, but the diverted researches and theories are leading us to 
unveil the mysterious yashmak and hit the nail on the head. In this dissertation, the 
popular and far-reaching studies are introduced to have a panorama view of the recent 
theoretical research under the critical eyes. We have to admit their contributions as 
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